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Natalie Bell 
January 12, 2020 
 

God’s Name for You 
Matthew 3:13-17 

 
13 Then Jesus came from Galilee to the Jordan to be baptized by John. 14 But John 
tried to deter him, saying,  
“I need to be baptized by you, and do you come to me?” 
15 Jesus replied, “Let it be so now; it is proper for us to do this to fulfill all 
righteousness.” Then John consented. 
16 As soon as Jesus was baptized, he went up out of the water. At that moment 
heaven was opened, and he saw the Spirit of God descending like a dove and 
alighting on him. 17 And a voice from heaven said, “This is my Son, whom I love; 
with him I am well pleased.” 
 
Names and identity are a powerful part of our lives, aren’t they?  
Ever go by a family name to identify yourself? 
My name is Natalie Bell, but in Cushing, Oklahoma, 
I always go by my full name, Natalie Williams Bell.  
Why? 
Because in that place where so many extended family live,  
that’s how people know me.  
As a Williams.  
Similarly, I might identify myself around town  
as the granddaughter of Morene Williams,  
or the daughter of Larry Williams.  
 
Ever identified yourself like that? 
As a….son, or great-grandson of….a daughter or sister of…? 
We all long to have an identity of who we are and where we come from.  
 
The baptism of Jesus is about names and identity--- 
the name and identity of Jesus,  
When that voice from heaven comes down as the Holy Spirit and says, 
This is my Son, the Beloved, With whom I am well pleased.  
But it’s more than a way to identify Jesus.  
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This story is why WE TOO are baptized.  
It’s why Jesus commanded his followers to go and baptize, in His name. 
 
Because this is a story about OUR name and identity,  
which is the same as Jesus.  
Beloved child of God, with whom God is well pleased.  
 
But I wonder, Do you think of yourself that way?  
The world certainly doesn’t. 
And sadly, I think most of us don't think of each other  
as beloved children of God.  
 
So many people try to identify and define us by many names and identities:  
Democrat or Republican, conservative or liberal,  
American or foreigner, gay or straight, rich or poor, Black or White,  
and the list goes on and on… 
We live in this either/or day and age, a time of division and polarization.  
You are either this OR that. 
 
And it’s not just those labels, is it? 
We also are named and identified by the products we use,  
and the stores at which we shop, think about just a few:  
Nike, North Face, Under Armor, Subaru, Lexus, Target, Amazon, Starbucks—
can’t you just see some of these ads and images in your mind, right now?  
And this doesn’t even include the branding of things like  
churches, colleges, or marathons, 
with the bumper stickers on cars around town, right?  
 
Seems like far too many want to name and identify us— 
we are even surrounded by a world that keeps track of all that information! 
The question is: do we know our TRUE name and identity? 
That given us to us by God? 
 
I love to say the whole name of someone during baptism,  
especially a child, because I know it’s a name chosen for them.  
And when I baptize them, I know that they are being baptized as a  
Beloved child of God.  
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Names are powerful, aren’t they? 
Do you know what your name means?  
Or your parents’ inspiration for your name?  
That’s the stuff of interesting stories, right? 
 
Of course, the power of parents to name their children sometimes go awry. 
We’ve all met children with strange names! 
I find it refreshing to know that parents don’t have the final word on our 
names or what they mean….. 
 
In their fascinating book, Freakonomics, economists Steven Levitt and Stephen 
Dubner point out that one of the first acts of parental power is naming a child. 
Many believe a name carries great significance. But it’s not always true.  
Take the case of the Lane brothers. 
 
In 1958, a baby boy was born into the Lane family.  
And Robert—the father—chose to name the boy Winner.  
The Lanes had another son several years later.  
And for unknown reasons, Robert named this baby Loser!  
 
Contrary to all expectations, Loser Lane succeeded.  
He graduated from college and became a sergeant with the New York Police 
Department. Nowadays, colleagues refer to him as Lou. 
 
And what of that brother with the “better” name? The most noteworthy 
achievement of Winner Lane is the sheer length of his criminal record!  
Steven Levitt and Stephen Dubner, Freakonomics (HarperCollins, 2005), pp.163-164 

Thankfully, parents don’t have the last word on our names, or their meaning! 
 
It’s really God who knows our true name and identity, not our parents.  
Which brings us to another important part of baptism.  
This sacrament is about our true name and identity,  
But it’s also about our true family--- the family of God.  
 
When we receive the waters of baptism,  
We are welcomed into the family of faith—the body of Christ.  
Which is far, far more important than any family ties! 
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I was reading a recent Christian Century article called “Family as Idol”.  
Peter Marty writes that a recent Pew Research survey confirms  
what many of us know already— 
that family connections today far supersede our faith connections.  
 
People can easily idolize their families! 
it’s why social media is saturated in family photos.  
It’s why families put so much pressure on members to attend every ceremony, 
sporting event, and concert.  
 
We find a lot of meaning in our families,  
but as followers of Jesus, families should not be an end to themselves. 
In fact, Marty reminds us that Jesus  
often asks us to choose between Him and our families! 
 
Jesus even speaks about bringing division to the family, setting children 
against parents, and siblings against one another (Luke 12:49-53). 
When his biological family comes to ‘rescue’ him from the crowd,  
he denied they were his family! 
Instead he said 33 “Who are my mother and my brothers?” he asked. 
34 Then he looked at those seated in a circle around him and said,  
“Here are my mother and my brothers!  
35 Whoever does God’s will is my brother and sister and mother.” 
 (Mark 3:31-35) 
 
Jesus has a new concept of family,  
based not on blood or household, or ancestry, but on LOVE.  
This is why he could say to his mother Mary and disciple John,  
“Woman, behold your Son….son behold your Mother”  
as he is dying on the cross.  
Peter W. Marty, Christian Century, January 1, 2020, pg. 3. 

 
For Jesus, family is not about blood and DNA, 
it’s about the love of God. 
 
This doesn’t necessarily sit well with us today,  
in a world where we often find pride and belonging in our families.  
It’s definitely not the world of ‘Ancestry.com’ or ‘23 and Me.’ 
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But it is the world of disciples who follow Jesus.  
We are called to a LARGER family,  
which is good news, great news,  
for the majority of people whose own families are far from perfect! 
 
Families can be a place of nurture and growth,  
but the family that matters even more is the family of faith,  
the body of Christ.  
And it is in baptism that we become part of that family.  
 
The famous story is told about Martin Luther and his baptism.  
As I was telling the kids this morning, 
Martin Luther would wash his face each morning,  
and say to himself,  
remember Martin—you are baptized! 
 
He was reminding himself of his real name and identity, 
His real calling as a disciple of Jesus, 
And his real family, the family of God.  
 
We all have certain names, and identities. 
The question is, do we believe our REAL name and identity— 
that given to us by God?  
 
We all know that some names are given to us out of pride, like smartie 
And some names bring us shame, like stupid, or jerk,  
Some names bring us joy, while others bring us sorrow.  
 
What are the names you been called, 
that have brought you joy? 
And which ones have brought you pain?  
 
Now, I want you to re-imagine your baptism for a moment,  
And if you haven’t been baptized, imagine it with me.  
 
Remembering the names you’ve been given,  
even those names that have brought you pain,  
Now, picture yourself receiving the water of baptism,  
And Hearing God’s voice speak directly over you: 
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This is my Beloved Child, with whom I am well pleased! 
 
Friends, that is the truth of who you are--- 
You are called Beloved Child of God— 
that’s your REAL name! 
It’s THE ONLY name and identity that matters in Your life! 
 
Can you imagine a world where we treated each other like 
beloved children of God? 
Talk about transformational! 
 
This moment in Jesus’ life was transformational. 
And it came BEFORE his ministry, in all the gospels.  
In the three synoptic gospels of Matthew, Mark, and Luke,  
it comes just before the temptation & his ministry,  
in John it precedes the calling of his first disciples.  
 
In other words, Jesus’ identity and name, comes BEFORE his mission.  
He needs to know who he is before he knows what he is to do. 
 
What if the same is true for us?  
Don’t we need to know whose we are  
before we know what to do in our lives? 
 
Maybe we find our purpose in this world  
once we realize our true identity is as a Beloved Child of God! 
What if we ask ourselves— 
Do I BELIEVE myself to be a Beloved Child of God? 
 
In a world where so many people want to define us  
What if we believed that our name is Christian?  
Take a moment and say that in your head—My name is Christian.  
I am a Beloved Child of God.  
 
This is so powerful,  
Because sometimes we don’t believe those two things go together.  
 
We believe we are Christians,  
but we may not believe we are beloved children of God.  
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For many of us secretly we believe in a God of wrath or anger, 
or so much judgment, that we cannot possibly be “beloved children”. 
 
But we are—that’s the truth, and the good news! 
This is why Jesus was baptized! 
To fulfill his true name and identity,  
and to give us ours!  
 
It wasn’t because he had to be baptized— 
he certainly didn’t need to have his sins washed away by John. 
John protests Jesus’ baptism,  
until Jesus says this is the way we fulfill  
what needs to be done through me! 
 
And it all happens in that famous Jordan River.  
The same place where the Israelites cross over into the Promised Land, 
Where those carrying the Ark of the Covenant stepped into the water,  
And then God parted it, so they could walk on dry land! (Joshua 3) 
Just as they had through the Red Sea, escaping Egypt! 
The same river where Elijah crossed over with his protégé Elisha,  
before being taken up into heaven! (2 Kings 2) 
And where Elisha crossed before becoming a prophet on his own! 
This is no regular river—it is the perfect place to ‘cross over’,  
To a new life--A life as a beloved child of God! 
What if remembering our baptism helps us to cross over to new life? 
 
Jesus was baptized for us. He did it for us.  
Because He become One of us,  
and Jesus was showing us what baptism means for us.  
  
Jesus did it to show us whose we are, and who we are— 
Beloved children of God.  
The identity we need, 
before we set out on our mission in life. 
 
If we really believed that, 
couldn’t that help us face the challenges and pressures of life?   
Don’t you think that realization could change our lives? 
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I mean what if….. 
You are more than a victim— 
Or a caretaker— 

you are a beloved child of God. 
You are more than an employee, or an unemployed worker— 
You are more than a grieving man or woman— 
You are more than a single parent— 
You are more than someone with pain or illness— 

you are a beloved child of God! 
 
What if it doesn’t matter if your name is Dennis or Delores,  
in baptism you are named by the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit,  
with the most beautiful, powerful, name and identity of all time:  
Beloved Child of God.  
Friends, that’s the REALITY of our new life in Christ! 
 
Author Parker Palmer wrote a book called “Let Your Life Speak”,  
and the premise of his great book is simple.  
We are all making something of our lives— 
using the materials we’ve been given.  
 
The question is, what material are you working with to build your life?  
And is your raw material the stuff of a Beloved child of God?  
Is THAT what you are working with?  
And if not, how can you start working with the REAL raw material,  
given to you by God? 
 
In James Clear’s great book called “Atomic Habits”,  
he writes that we are what we do.  
We are our habits, and our habits make us who we are.  
We consistently follow the habits of who we perceive ourselves to be. 
 
For instance, if you pride yourself on being generous,  
you will keep following generous habits.  
Conversely, if you believe yourself to be a failure,  
you might just find yourself blocking your own success, 
with bad habits.  
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So what are our habits---as disciples of Jesus?  
I heard this week that every morning Billy Graham read 5 of the Psalms. 
Talk about forming his life, and his faith.  
 
What are our faith habits? And how are they shaping us? 
We’ve all heard the power of acts of kindness---is that one of our habits? 
Do we practice acts of love and kindness, each day?  
No matter how we feel, or what’s going on in our own lives?  
Think of the power of getting outside ourselves,  
not to mention following Jesus as we love our neighbors! 
 
And what about our habits as a church?  
What are we doing as a church? 
What is our identity as First Presbyterian of Owasso?  
 
I was watching a TV segment recently, about a young man named Rob,  
And some of his new habits.  
His goal over the next 10 years is to meet and spend at least one hour with  
10,000 strangers! 
Sounds bizarre, but it was really moving,  
because he spends at least one hour with each person—total strangers—
really listening to them, and learning about their life! 
 
He says he was tired of all the online ‘friends’ in his world,  
and decided to meet some real people and make real friendships!  
He calls his mission “robs10kfriends” on Instagram, and is working right now 
to meet those special 1,000 people in 2020! 
As seen on The List, January 9, 2020.  

 
Friends, what are we building our lives with? 
What are the habits that are making us who we are? 
And is all of it based on our REAL name and identity?  
As a Beloved Child of God?  A member of the family of God? 
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Today--just picture yourself coming up out of the waters of baptism, 
With the Holy Spirit coming down upon you, 
And the voice of God saying about you, 
This is my Beloved child, with whom I am well pleased--- 
And then think about what that means for your everyday life! 
 
That is the Good News of the Gospel this Sunday! 
May we know who we REALLY are,  
And may we live like it! 
And for this Good News, all God’s people said, Amen.  


